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We have gathered today to give thanks to God “for all the saints” who have graced our lives. We may be a little uncomfortable with the word “saints.” We may think that it applies only to a New Orleans football team or to some highly holy people who are so “saintly” that they are distant, completely out of our league.
 
But the accurate, biblical definition of a saint is a “believer in Jesus Christ,” one who is a follower of Jesus. The apostle Paul addressed letters “to the saints at the church” of Philippi, Rome, and Ephesus. The “saints” are ordinary people who have been faithful. Likewise the saints are the people whose names we have called today (11Watts Street members who died during the past year) and whose light continues to give us light. 
 
We come here today to express our gratitude for the saints who have guided us and shaped us. John Irving opens his book A PRAYER FOR OWEN MEANY with these words: “I am doomed to remember a boy with a wrecked voice—not because of his voice, or because he was the smallest person I ever knew…but (I remember him) because he is the reason I believe in God; I am a Christian because of Owen Meany.”
 
On All Saints Sunday we stop to name the Owen Meanys of our life—those people who “are the reason I believe in God.” Not one of us is self-made; we’ve all been helped along the way. We’ve all had people who influenced us, challenged us, changed us, and pointed us to a life-giving path. 
It may have been a teacher, parent, classmate, friend, or mentor. 
 
Some of our saints are with us now—in this room, in this city, or perhaps back in your hometown. We could all make a list of our saints, and that list could be a valuable exercise in gratitude. 
 
Some of my saints are still living, and some are dead. But their influence continues. I think of Genevieve Moore, my sixth grade school teacher, with her gravelly voice, telling me that I could sing and pushing me to use that talent. I think of Denny Spear, my pastor during formative high school years, who showed me that it’s possible to be a minister and a human being. I think of Jack Taylor, who changed my life by providing financial resources for my divinity school education. I think of W.W. Finlator, Leslie Dunbar and Sister Evelyn Mattern who have taught me that prayer also means taking a stand for peace and social justice. 
 
I am a Christian because of these people. They are part of the reason I believe in God. These are some of my saints, and I give thanks for their lives.
 
In the Apostles’ Creed there is a line which says, “I believe in the communion of saints.”
It’s a curious phrase—communion of saints. It implies that we are mysteriously connected to those who have gone before us, and we are connected to each other, and that connection is deepened through our common allegiance to Jesus. 
 
Today we commune with him at the Lord’s Table. And as we commune with him, we commune with God. And at this table we think of all the saints, visible and invisible, who have blessed our lives. Today we are keenly aware of those who have now crossed over to the other side. They are not physically with us now; but their light continues to shine in our hearts, and their faith continues to sustain us.
 
As we give gratitude for our saints, something begins to happen to us. Our gratitude becomes energy—for our faith, our mission. We don’t merely keep our saints off in the distance; we carry them in our hearts. 
And by their witness, we also resolve to be a saint. Not some holier-than-thou, sanctimonious person; but out of gratitude energy, we resolve to be a saint in the best sense of the word---a believer, a faithful follower of Jesus. 
 
There is a delightful British hymn that sums up what I’m saying. It’s called “I Sing a 
Song of the Saints of God.” (singing) 
 
I sing a song of the saints of God
Patient and brave and true….
The world is bright with the joyous saints 
Who love to do Jesus’ will. 
You can meet them in school, or in lanes, or at sea,
In church, or in trains, or in shops, or at tea; 
For the saints of God are just folk like me,
And I mean to be one too.
 
So may it be for us. AMEN.
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